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ABSTRACT 
 
International experiences are being increasingly viewed as important components of undergraduate 
engineering education.  Yet little has been done to define global preparedness, specify alternatives 
for achieving it, or determine to what degree being globally prepared is the result of personal 
attributes, prior experiences (including pre-college), or specific educational experiences.  Nor do we 
fully understand how the various international options available to undergraduate engineering 
students actually help them become more globally prepared. 
 
As part of a collaboration of four universities, we are investigating how the broad spectrum of 
international experiences both in and outside of formal curricula impact engineering students’ global 
preparedness or perspectives.  Our research has included an extensive Delphi survey with subject 
matter experts, followed by an analysis of students at our four institutions.  Currently we are 
conducting a larger survey of engineering students at a dozen representative universities across the 
U.S. We are using a comprehensive survey instrument that captures demographics, experiences and a 
measure of each student’s global preparedness, based upon he nationally normed Global Perspective 
Inventory.  This is enabling us to identify changes in global awareness, knowledge and thinking 
over the course of the students’ transition from incoming freshman to graduating senior.  
 
Specifically, we are focused on better understanding how the various international experiences both 
inside (curricular) and outside (co-curricular) of formal coursework impact students’ global 
preparedness. This is timely as 21st century engineers are being called upon to solve complex 
problems in collaborative, interdisciplinary, and cross-cultural contexts. To date, most evidence 
about how international experiences and education impact engineering students lacks empirical 
research to guide educational practices.   
 
Engineering faculty have anecdotally recognized that students who participated in study abroad 
programs tend to develop such skills as problem solving, cross-cultural communication, and working 
effectively with culturally diverse teams. Living internationally, especially in a non-English speaking 
country, prepares students to not only take risks, but to learn to adapt to new environments, develop a 
greater understanding of contemporary issues, and put engineering solutions in a global and social 
context.  There is general agreement that international engineering education experiences are 
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beneficial to students, but we don’t know empirically the extent that the various experiences 
contribute to global preparedness, nor do we even agree on what global preparedness is. These 
experiences are expensive both for the student and for the University that provides the experiences – 
how can we ensure students are getting an appropriate educational value for their money? How can 
these experiences be tailored to achieve educational value?  How should we advise students based 
on the individual’s background, prior global preparedness, and financial resources so that the 
experiences are most effective?  While this talk will not answer all of these questions, it will shed 
some light on them, based upon our findings to date. 
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